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Introduction: One of the main problems of agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province is the weakness in developing entrepreneurial behaviors. If these entrepreneurial behaviors are developed in agricultural cooperatives, it can be expected that their innovative products and services will be developed and expanded, and the field of improving food security and advancing rural and agricultural development programs in Kermanshah province will be provided. So, the present study aimed to design an entrepreneurial behavior development model in agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province using an exploratory mixed-method approach.

Methods: In the qualitative part of the study, the participating team included all key informed individuals in the entrepreneurship area in the cooperatives of Kermanshah province. Thirty participants were selected by snowball purposive sampling. The statistical population of the quantitative phase involved 530 managers and members of the active agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province. Among them, 223 were selected by the stratified sampling method and the use of Krejcie and Morgan's table. The data collected in the qualitative phase were analyzed by the Nvivo8 software, and the grounded theory was developed in the form of a conceptual model. In the model analysis, the research hypotheses were first compiled and then analyzed by the path analysis method in SPSS 23 and SmartPLS3 software.

Results: The results of the quantitative phase showed that the causal conditions impacting entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives encompassed the acquisition of economic profits, personal incentives, enjoyment of human and financial credits, internal disputes, insufficient knowledge of the members, and managerial supports. The intervening factors consisted of sanctions, market fluctuations, and climatic changes, and contextual factors comprised cultural factors, diverse working areas, insufficient financial supports, the development of new markets, the institutions' rate of participation in and cooperation with cooperatives, and administrative bureaucracy. Likewise, the proposed strategies embraced promotional-educational practices, the constant modernization of cooperatives, reduction in administrative bureaucracy, supporting entrepreneurship, developing marketing, transparency in the cooperative, eliminating the intermediates, and supportive-financial policies, all of which gave rise to some consequences such as self-sufficiency in production, prevention from cooperative's depression, the development of producing capacities, an increase in job creation, and improvement in the livings of people. The mentioned model was also evaluated in the quantitative section and subsequently approved.

Discussion: Based on the results, it can be said that for the development of entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives, a set of factors must be considered in interaction with each other. Based on the results, it is recommended to increase the information and awareness of cooperative members in the field of improving entrepreneurial behavior.
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1 Introduction

Today, the role of agricultural cooperatives' development, as an instrument for the attainment of sustainable rural development, is uncovered to everyone (Giagnocavo et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2019). It is because cooperatives, in step with governmental policies, improve the working, living, producing, and service-providing conditions, enhance the income level and social status of villagers and pave the way for the promotion of the livelihood of farmer families in the face of constraints and problems (XiangyuGuo, 2010; Herbel et al., 2015). Thus, in light of this issue, the pundits and specialists of the rural development domain conclude that although the pastoral sustainable development process depends on diverse and varying factors, conditions, and features, the development of agricultural cooperatives is the most significant factor in rural areas (Kurniawan et al., 2024; Utomo et al., 2023; Khosravi et al., 2016). Hence, as global experiences also confirm this issue, agricultural cooperative companies and organizations in rural areas, especially in developing countries, can have a crucial part in confronting poverty, creating jobs, and developing villages (Ma et al., 2018).

Iran is an example of a developing country in which fighting against poverty and creating jobs are of particular importance (Savari et al., 2024a,b; Savari and Khaleghi, 2023; Shokati Amghani et al., 2023). In this respect, the presence of agricultural cooperatives can be helpful; however, diverse evidence and statistics indicate that Iranian agricultural cooperatives could not reach their actual positions in economic and social arenas (Khosravi et al., 2016). For example, according to the report by the Ministry of Cooperatives, the total number of agricultural and forestry cooperatives registered in the country by late 2015 was 50,511. Among them, 17,217 were active, 7,425 were being initiated, and 25,869 were inactive for different reasons, such as non-profitability after establishment. Similarly, in Kermanshah province, there were 1,478 agricultural cooperatives until late 2015. Among these cooperatives, 679 were active, 174 were being initiated, and 625 were inactive (General Directorate of Cooperatives, Labor, and Social Welfare of Kermanshah Province, 2016). Many inactive cooperatives denote that they could not remain profitable and stable in the competitive market (Khosravi et al., 2016). The different research experiences and inspections have also revealed that many cooperatives were incapable of competing with large and private firms and thus became inactive and dormant (Shojaei et al., 2011). In other words, the agricultural and rural cooperative companies can only help sustainable and constant job creation and development only when they possess entrepreneurial missions, goals, and natures. It is because various studies depict the positive and significant effect of entrepreneurial development on sustainability, profitability, growth, and the efficiency of different firms and institutions (Habbershon and Pistrui, 2002; Zahra et al., 2004; Zahra, 2005; Kellermanns et al., 2008). Global Entrepreneurship Monitoring Office defines entrepreneurship as “any attempt at new business or new venture creation, such as self-employment, a new business organization, or the expansion of an existing business by an individual, a team of individuals, or an established business” (annual report of GEM 2015/2016-Global Report, 2015). Entrepreneurship is the process of identifying opportunities according to marketing needs and supplying for the removal of market needs by taking into account probable risks. From the Office's perspective, an entrepreneur requires a viewpoint to discover opportunities and the ability to invest on them (Hatton, 2015). Entrepreneurship can be generally recognized as a dynamic process that calls for the exploitation of individuals' force and motivation toward creating and implementing new ideas besides applied solutions (Kuratko and Hodgetts, 2007). Therefore, we can state that entrepreneurial development enables companies to not only exploit their competitive advantage but also identify new opportunities and flourish novel competencies in themselves (Kuratko et al., 2005). Thus, corporates should cater for some conditions wherein they can provide the emergence and development of entrepreneurial behavior (Bird and Schjoedt, 2017). Entrepreneurial behavior is defined as all steps and practices of individuals toward discovering, evaluating, and exploiting existing innovative opportunities in the pursuit of entrepreneurial activities (Autio et al., 2014). In the meantime, focusing on entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives is of utmost importance since entrepreneurship results from the emergence of entrepreneurial behavior in individuals (Shapero, 1984). Accordingly, from the viewpoints of Knudson et al. (2004), the development of innovative services, products, and businesses in agriculture, besides the growing process of innovation in the services and products of this sector, necessitates the development and promotion of entrepreneurial behavior in agricultural cooperatives. Thus, since entrepreneurial development in agricultural cooperatives deeply associates with entrepreneurial behavior, on the one hand, and agricultural cooperatives play a vital role in the sustainable rural and agricultural development, on the other hand, we should highlight the necessity of paying attention to entrepreneurial behavior development, as one of the main pillars and components of entrepreneurial development, in agricultural cooperatives. Therefore, concerning the mentioned cases, the present study aimed to design a model for entrepreneurial behavior development in the agricultural cooperatives of Kermanshah province.

Relevant studies have been conducted on the understudied topic. Löffel and Gmür (2024) stated that the development of entrepreneurial behaviors has a positive and significant effect on the economic performance of cooperatives. Kustepeli et al. (2023) showed that the improvement of social capital affects the development of entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives. Bouichou et al. (2021) showed that the risks of agribusiness and financing constraints have a negative influence on entrepreneurial intentions of the youth and women in agricultural cooperatives. Guzmán et al. (2020) stated that the development of entrepreneurship in agricultural cooperatives improves their performance. Lawrence and Ganguli (2016), in a study, investigated the entrepreneurial behavior of stockmen in India. Their results displayed that entrepreneurial behavior positively and significantly correlated with educational factors, land ownership, economic status, social participation, economic motives, and communications. In his study, Mattihalli (2015) showed that occupational experiences, social participation, and participation in promotional programs were among the factors that impacted farmers' entrepreneurial behavior. Dam et al. (2010) demonstrated that the variables of entrepreneurial knowledge, job adjustment, creative thought, networking skills, team-working skills, and entrepreneurial atmosphere had a positive and significant effect on teachers' entrepreneurial behavior. Lawrence and Ganguli (2016), in their course of study, deduced that acquiring economic profits and personal incentives, along with human and financial credits and managerial supports, were the factors that influenced the success in the entrepreneurial behavior. Similarly, Kotlar and Sieger (2018), Michaelis et al. (2019), and Kang et al. (2016) emphasized the effect of economic profits on the development of entrepreneurship behavior.

Based on the reviewed studies and in line with the contribution of the present study, it can be said that few studies such as Lawrence and Ganguli (2016) have directly investigated entrepreneurial behavior and other studies such as Löffel and Gmür (2024), Kustepeli et al. (2023), Bouichou et al. (2021), Guzmán et al. (2020), Mattihalli (2015), Dam et al. (2010), Lawrence and Ganguli (2016), Kotlar and Sieger (2018), Michaelis et al. (2019), and Kang et al. (2016) have only investigated and expressed some of the factors affecting their entrepreneurial behavior in different societies (farmers, teachers, etc.). Therefore, conducting this research has value from the point of view that none of the reviewed studies have been conducted to provide a local model for improving entrepreneurial behaviors among agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province, even by using both qualitative and quantitative methods at the same time. Presenting the local model with the grounded theory method (more details in the methodology section) will provide the context to examine the factors affecting the improvement of entrepreneurial behaviors (causal conditions, Contextual conditions and intervening conditions) from the perspective of experts in Kermanshah province. Also, each and every action taken (strategies) and their consequences should also be examined in order to provide practical suggestions for improving entrepreneurial behavior among agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province. Therefore, with regard to the mentioned cases, this field study applied a mixed-method approach to introduce a model for entrepreneurship behavior development in the agricultural cooperatives of Kermanshah province.



2 Methodology

The present study is limited to Kermanshah province in terms of location. The capital of Kermanshah province is the city of Kermanshah. This province has an area of 24,549 km2. Kermanshah province is one of the provinces located in the west of Iran. Kermanshah province with an area of 24,640 km2 is ranked 17th among 31 provinces of Iran in terms of size and occupies 1.5% of the total area of Iran. Kermanshah province has more than 330 km of border with Iraq, this province is limited to Kurdistan province from the north, Lorestan and Ilam provinces from the south, Hamedan province from the east and Iraq from the west (Khosravi et al., 2021).

The current research was philosophically founded upon pragmatism and realism schools, as well as participation and collective wisdom. This exploratory-sequential study was applied in terms of its purpose and followed a mixed-method (qualitative-quantitative) approach paradigmatically. The qualitative part employed Straussain grounded Theory (SGT), and the quantitative part utilized structural equation modeling for model testing. In the qualitative phase of the study, employing purposive snowball sampling based on managerial and entrepreneurial expert knowledge in agricultural cooperatives and using semi-structured interviews, the researcher could identify and select 30 experts to participate in the study. In addition to structured interviews, observation, focus group, and field note-taking methods were employed for data collection. The data collection process lasted until attaining theoretical saturation when no new data were obtained, and no new concepts were identified. The questions that were raised in the qualitative phase of the research were in accordance with the grounded theory format (Figure 1) as follows: In your opinion, what are the causal conditions affecting the development of entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives? In your opinion, what are the contextual conditions effective on the development of entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives? In your opinion, what are the intervening conditions effective on the development of entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives? In your opinion, what actions (strategies) have been done so far to develop entrepreneurial behaviors in agricultural cooperatives? What are the consequences of each of these actions? The data collection (interview) approach is conducted face to face. The data analysis followed the phasic method and analytic techniques of Strauss and Corbin in grounded theory, including open, axial, and selective coding. Based on the systematic approach, theorizing is accomplished in three steps: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the stage of selective coding based on the format of Strauss and Corbin (1998), a local model is presented, and the relationships between the variables in the model can be seen in Figure 1 (Mohammadifar et al., 2022; Naderi et al., 2020; Strauss and Corbin, 1998).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Paradigm model of Strauss and Corbin (1998).


To examine the validity of research findings in the qualitative phase, the researcher exploited the triangulation and member check techniques.

In the quantitative part of the study, 530 managers and members of the active agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province were selected as the statistical population. With the help of Krejecie and Morgan's table, the statistical sample was estimated at 223 (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Total statistics of active agricultural cooperatives in Kermanshah province, separated by types of activities and number of members.

[image: Table 1]

In this phase, the sample size is stated according to Table 1. According to Kermanshah Province General Directorate of Cooperative Statistics (2023), the size of the population is equal to 530 people who were in 11 types of cooperatives. Therefore, 223 samples were selected using proportional stratified sampling method (Table 1).

Then, the researcher-made questionnaire was distributed among the samples. The questionnaire consisted of two parts, the first part of demographic characteristics and the second part of concepts that were asked using a Likert scale. In the second phase of the research (quantitative part) in order to evaluate the model created in the qualitative part, a questionnaire was designed based on the model of the qualitative part (Figure 1). The questions in the questionnaires were designed based on each concept identified in the qualitative section. The data collection approach is conducted face to face. Lastly, the collected data were the base of analysis in the SPSS 23 and SmartPLS3 software. Thirty experts examined and confirmed the face and conceptual validity of the questionnaire in this section. Afterward, the CVRs of all indices were estimated at 0.7 and thus confirmed. For model fitness, the indices of the factor loading, composite reliability (CR), Cronbach alpha (CA), average variance extracted (AVE), determination coefficient (R2), and goodness of fit (GOF) were employed.

The results of fit indices of the structural model of study show that the values of factor loading (>0.4), AVE (>0.5), and CR and CA (>0.7) are suitable for all constructs. Furthermore, the GOF was calculated at 0.637. Thus, Based on the criteria proposed by Mirakzadeh et al. (2021), we can argue that the structural model enjoys a proper fit. Accordingly, it is illuminated that the selected indices with the factorial infrastructure of the research design enjoy the necessary fitness.



3 Results


3.1 Demographic characteristics

The results of the study showed that the average age of cooperative members is 41.90 years with a standard deviation of 9.93 years, and the age of the youngest respondent is 19 years and the oldest respondent is 60 years. Meanwhile, during a reclassification, the respondents were divided into five age groups (under 27 years, 27–35, 36–43, 44–51, and 51 years and above; Table 2).


TABLE 2 Frequency distribution of respondents' age.
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Based on the data in Table 2, it can be seen that the highest frequency is related to the third class with 34.5% (77 people frequency) and the lowest frequency is related to the first class with 5.8% (13 people frequency).

The results of the research showed that the appearance and fashion of the gender of the respondents is male, out of 223 samples examined, 177 cases were male (79.4%) and 46 cases were female (20.6%). The results of the study showed that 179 respondents were married (80.3%) and 44 were single (19.7%).

The results regarding the level of education showed that the largest number of respondents have diploma and sub-diploma literacy with 62.8% (with a frequency of 140 people) and 37.2% (with a frequency of 83 people) have bachelor's and higher education (Table 3).


TABLE 3 Frequency distribution of respondents' education level.

[image: Table 3]

Also, regarding the experience of working in a cooperative, the results indicated that 49.8% of people had 9–17 years of experience (the highest amount of experience) and the lowest amount of experience was related to 36 years and above with a frequency of 4% (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Distribution of the frequency of experience in the cooperative (year).

[image: Table 4]



3.2 Results of the qualitative section

The entrepreneurial behavior development model developed by grounded theory in the agricultural cooperatives of Kermanshah province is a model that specifies the following cases: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, executive strategies, and the consequences of entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives. The initial ideas were categorized into 112 concepts. In the last stage, these concepts fell into 32 main categories, namely the main problems, after the classification of subcategories. The results of open coding are represented in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Fit indices of the structural model of study.
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In the next step, the codes extracted in open coding were refined and separated for the formation of code families (axial or concentrated coding; Table 6).


TABLE 6 Categories extracted from open and axial coding.
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In the final step of qualitative analysis, the concepts and categories were formulized, and their interrelationships were delineated. Concerning the addressed categories and the use of the grounded theory, Figure 2 illustrates the foundation of the qualitative model of the study.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Entrepreneurial behavior development model in agricultural cooperatives of Kermanshah province, based on grounded theory.




3.3 Results of the quantitative section

After developing the final model, the researcher designed a questionnaire according to the obtained model and embarked on finalizing the conceptual model and determining their coefficients using structural equation modeling. To test the research hypotheses, the researcher also employed the structural equation modeling analysis using the Smart-PLA 3 software.

Concerning the needed accuracy for measuring the research constructs, this phase of the study investigated the causal relationships among research constructs.

Figure 3 illustrates the results of the standard coefficients and the significance of the fit structural model.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Structural model fit with standard coefficients.


In the following, Table 7 shows the path analysis of the effect of research structures for model testing.


TABLE 7 Path analysis of effect of research constructs for model testing.

[image: Table 7]

According to Figure 2, all the factor loadings are confirmed. Also, according to Table 7, all research hypotheses were accepted, which are explained below.

According to Table 7, Causal conditions have direct effects on the constructs of contextual conditions (β = 0.779, p < 0.0001), primary phenomenon (β = 0.164, p < 0.016), and intervening conditions (β = 0.552, p < 0.0001). On the other hand, the causal conditions variable has an indirect positive and significant impact on the primary phenomenon (β = 0.495) through the mediation of two variables, including contextual conditions and intervening conditions. Causal conditions, by themselves, can explain 60.5 and 30.2% of variations in the contextual and intervening conditions, respectively.

Concerning the effects of other variables on the primary phenomenon, we can assert that the variables of causal (β = 0.164, p < 0.016), contextual (β = 0.442, p < 0.0001), and intervening conditions (β = 0.274, p < 0.0001) have direct and significant effects on the primary phenomenon variable. Furthermore, the causal conditions variable (β = 0.495) has an indirect positive and significant effect on the main phenomenon variable. On the whole, these variables can predict 64% of variations in the main phenomenon. Concerning the direct and indirect effects of the variables of the study's conceptual framework on the primary phenomenon variable, we can claim that the significant part of the variability of this variable is explained by the causal conditions variable.

Regarding the direct and indirect effects of the variables of the study's conceptual framework on the strategies variable, we can posit that variables of the primary phenomenon (β = 0.436, p < 0.0001), contextual conditions (β = 0.428, p < 0.0001), and intervening conditions (β = 0.102, p < 0.041) have direct positive and significant effects on the strategies variable. On the other hand, the variables of causal (β = 0.667), contextual (β = 0.193), and intervening conditions (β = 0.119) have indirect positive and significant effects on the strategies variable. In sum, the variables of causal conditions, contextual conditions, the main phenomenon, and intervening conditions (directly and indirectly) can explain 80.1% of variations in the strategies construct. With respect to the direct and indirect effects of the variables of the conceptual framework of the study, we can put that the significant portion of the variation in this variable is explained by the causal conditions variable.

The strategies variable (β = 0.860, p < 0.0001) has a direct positive and significant effect on the consequences variable. Furthermore, the variables of causal conditions (β = 0.582), contextual conditions (β = 0.534), the primary phenomenon (β = 0.375), and intervening conditions (β= 0.190) have indirect positive and significant effects on the consequences variable. These variables can generally explain 73.9% of the variations in consequences. Respecting the direct and indirect effects of the variables of the study's conceptual framework on the consequences variable, we can argue that the significant part of this variation in consequences is explained by the strategies variable.




4 Discussion and conclusion

Concerning the unacceptable economic conditions in Iran, entrepreneurship and cooperatives are discussed as integral financial topics. The managers of various companies and cooperatives should endeavor to develop entrepreneurial behavior by which they can move toward flourishing their systems. The non-compilation of a desirable and comprehensive model for entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives leads to the inefficiency and inactivation of these cooperatives. To this end, the present study attempted to present an entrepreneurial behavior development model in agricultural cooperatives. The difference between the model shown in this research and the existing frameworks in this area is that many of the available models have merely probed the relationships of several particular domains. However, the current study, in addition to focusing on the strategies and consequences, emphasized the factors that impacted entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives; for example, causal, contextual, and intervening factors.

The ultimate fit model of the research shows that the causal conditions that affect entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives include acquiring economic profits, personal incentives, enjoying human and financial credits, internal disputes, the insufficient knowledge of members, and managerial supports. This result is comparable with the findings of Lawrence and Ganguli (2016). Likewise, Kang et al. (2016), Michaelis et al. (2019) and Kotlar and Sieger (2018) highlighted the effect of economic profits on entrepreneurship development.

The intervening conditions involve sanctions, market fluctuations, and climatic changes and, in accompany with contextual conditions like cultural factors, diverse working areas, insufficient financial supports, developing new markets, institutions' rate of participation in and cooperation with cooperatives, and administrative bureaucracy, influence the strategies and development of entrepreneurial behavior. Lawrence and Ganguli (2016) showed that institutions' participation in and cooperation with cooperatives played a chief role in the success of entrepreneurial behaviors. In this respect, we can argue that the cultural component, as a suppressor moderator component, triggers the fade of tendencies to cooperative activities in villages. In particular, disagreements with the working of rural women, who shape half of the rural community, impede the flourishment of the talents of this group of society. Moreover, the lengthy administrative process, delays in examining the projects, and restrictive regulations lead to discouragement and reduced motivation.

The presented strategies encompass educational-promotional activities, keeping cooperatives up to date, decreasing administrative bureaucracy, supporting entrepreneurship, developing marketing, transparency in cooperatives, eliminating intermediates, and supportive-financial policies. These strategies result in the positive consequences of entrepreneurial behavior development in agricultural cooperatives. The consequences are self-sufficiency in production, preventing cooperatives from depression, developing production capacities, increasing job creation, and improving people's livings. Mattihalli (2015), in his study, also showed that reinforcing social participation and taking part in promotional programs were essential factors in fortifying the entrepreneurial behavior development of farmers.

All in all, we can state that all the components that emerged along with the development and manifestation of entrepreneurial behaviors should be considered among agricultural cooperatives. They pave the way for increasing entrepreneurial practices in agricultural cooperatives, improving their conditions, expanding the economy, and, lastly, fully developing villages and the whole country. In this respect, the below suggestions are rendered to planners and policy-makers:

1. Providing interest-free facilities with long-term payoffs as well as suitable economic facilities like secured purchases.

2. Increasing the awareness, skills, and knowledge of cooperative members by observing educational courses.

3. Improving the trading environment of cooperatives and eliminating administrative bureaucracy.

4. Presenting the products of agricultural cooperatives to the stock market and providing free counseling services toward developing new markets.

5. Informing society's women, especially rural women, on establishing cooperatives due to their high sense of commitment, responsibility, sensitivity, and delicacy in doing affairs and possession of social capitals such as participation, trust, etc., compared to men.



5 Limitations

One of the most important limitations of the research is the dispersion of the studied population in both qualitative and quantitative parts, which made the research time-consuming and expensive.
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